
XXXI.—Description of Ancient Bock-Tombs at Ghain Tiffiha and Tal Jlorr,
Malta: by Captain JOHN S. SWANN, F.G.S.

Read Jan. 18th, 18G6.

I. TOMBS AT GHAIN TIFFIHA.

THE tombs at Ghain Tiffi.ha,a which is situated on the west or Gozo side of
Malta, three or four miles to the south of St. Paul's Bay, are all cut in the rock,
and, though differing slightly in form and dimensions, have a general resemblance,
as will be seen by the following descriptions.

Tomb No. 1. — The first tomb examined was nearly square, but with the
corners slightly rounded (see the ground plan, PL XXVIII. fig. 1). The dimen-
sions of this tomb are about 6 feet in length, and about 6 feet 3 inches in width,b

and the greatest height 4 feet 3 inches, which is probably somewhat in excess
of the original height, as a portion of the roof appears to have fallen in. The
roof is slightly arched, as will be seen by the accompanying sections.

The entrance to the tomb is by a square opening cut into the rock to a depth
of 1 foot 3 inches to 1 foot 6 inches ; it appears to have been much more care-
fully cut than the interior of the tomb, and is certainly the work of people well
acquainted with the art of stone cutting, and possessed of suitable tools. There
is not the slightest trace of inscriptions of any kind. The bottom of the entrance
is very nearly on a level with the bottom of the interior of the tomb, and the
entrance faces nearly NNW.

a Gh is the aspirate, and the name is often written Ain Tiffiha, Taffiha, or Toffiha. [By an accidental
error the name is misspelt Tiffi&a in the accompanying plate.]

b There was room in the chamber for the bodies to have been laid in the extended position, and I believe
them to have been so deposited, from observing the position of the fragments of skulls at one end of the
chamber, and of the phalanges and tarsal bones at the other. I was not able to inspect a tomb entirely
undisturbed, the workman having pulled about the contents immediately they were opened, in search of
coins or other objects of value, which however do not appear to have been found.
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484 Description of Ancient Rock-Tombs

In this tomb two skulls and a quantity of bones were found, apparently those
of two individuals. The latter were very fragile, and required most careful
handling, and they were unfortunately much broken by the violent treatment
they received, from which cause also much damage was done to the lower jaws.

Quantities of fragments of pottery were also found; but in most cases the
fragments were so small that it is quite impossible to conjecture the shape of the
vessels of which they formed part. The following articles, however, were found in
a very good state of preservation, viz. a two-handled vase of pale coarse pottery,
lOf inches high (see woodcut, fig. 2), two jugs, of which one has a trifoliated
mouth, and two small saucers, 5f inches and 7^ inches in diameter; the latter
has a spiral brown line on the outside, and is represented in the woodcut, fig. 9.
These vessels do not show any trace of pattern, excepting a few stripes round
them of darker colour than the general colour of the vessels themselves. The
two small saucers are of a coarser material than the vase and jugs.

Tomb No. 2 is situated about three-quarters of a mile from Tomb No. 1. The
entrance, which faces nearly SW., is precisely similar to that of No. 1, but the
shape of the cutting differs slightly, as will be shown from the accompanying plan
and sections (PI. XXVIII. fig. 2). This tomb presents the peculiarity of having
a kind of ledge or shelf, about one foot high and one foot wide, on the side to the
left of the entrance. Its greatest height is about 4 feet 3 inches, length 6 feet
3 inches, including the shelf, and width 6 feet 6 inches.

In this tomb large quantities of bones were found, but in such a state as
scarcely to permit of being handled or moved. No whole skulls were obtained,
but many fragments: from the broken state of the bones it is quite impossible to
guess at the number of individuals who may have been interred here. The state
of the bones in this tomb, and also in No. 3, is partially accounted for by the fact
that the tenant of the land has made a terrace field in front of the entrances to
these tombs, the soil of which rises to between two and three feet above the level
of the entrance, through which water and the finer portions of the marl of which
the field is composed have percolated, and rendered the bones, already much
decayed, quite rotten.

Quantities of pottery, both whole and in a broken state, were found in this
tomb, differing slightly in quality from that found in Tomb No. 1. The following
is a list of articles found in a good state of preservation, viz. a large globular
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amphora, 2 feet 1 inch high, of red pottery, apparently washed with a lighter
colour, and with two painted lines across the body (see woodcut, fig. 1) ; a large
round plate or saucer of finer ware than the others, 1J inch high, and 9 inches in
diameter; a red two-handled bowl of pale red ware, *l\ inches in diameter (wood-
cut, fig. 6); two small bowls, 5f inches in diameter; two small plates, 3f inches
in diameter; a one-handled jug, of thin dull red ware, 4 inches high (woodcut,
fig. 5); three bottle-shaped vases with one handle each; and two open lamps
with projections for two wicks, and which show marks of burning (woodcut, fig. 7),
each about 5 inches long.

Tomb No. 3.—This tomb is in the immediate vicinity of No. 2, and the entrance
also faces the south-west.

The only peculiarity presented in this tomb is that a portion of it, about one-
third, differs in width from the remaining portion. The dimensions differ
slightly from those of Nos. 1 and 2, and the annexed rough ground-plan and
sections (PL XXVIII. fig. 3) show the dimensions and the peculiarity above
mentioned. In the wall at the furthest extremity, on the right-hand side, there
is a small niche about 3 feet 4 inches from the floor of the tomb. This is the
only instance in the tombs at Ghain Tiffiha of there being any trace of a niche of
this kind.

As in Tomb No. 2, bones were found in great abundance, but in a very rotten
state, owing to the damp and to being mixed with wet clay—indeed it was almost
impossible to handle or remove them without their falling to pieces. Prom the
very large number of small vertebrae it would seem probable that one or more
young persons had been buried in this tomb. The pottery was here also in a
very broken state, but some tolerably perfect vessels were obtained, viz. a two-
handled vase or amphora of pale pottery 12 inches high (woodcut, fig. 3), a small
bottle of pale terra cotta 6 inches high (woodcut, fig. 8), a small lamp of the same
form as those found in Tomb No. 2, a small bowl, and a broken cup.

In this tomb also was found a vase of very coarse material, which could not be
handled in consequence of its extreme rottenness, with the debris of which were
found quantities of fragments of calcined bones which appear to have been
deposited in the vase. The dimensions of this vase appear to have been from
1 foot 4 inches to 1 foot 6 inches in height, about 1 foot in diameter at the top,
and 1 foot 3 inches in diameter in its widest part about two-thirds from the top.
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Tomb No. 4.—This tomb did not differ in character from those already men-
tioned, and contained fragments of bones and pottery, but no whole skulls or
complete articles of pottery were obtained.

None of the above excavations present the smallest trace of any inscriptions, but
this may arise from the nature of the stone (coralline limestone) in which they
are cut.

GROUP OP POTTERY FROM TOMBS AT GHAIX TIPFIHA.

II. TOMB AT TAL HOUR.

Having heard that, during the progress of the works at the new cemetery at
Tal Horr, an ancient tomb had been discovered, I visited the spot in November
1865, and examined the tomb, of which the following is a description.

This tomb consists of a vertical shaft cut in the solid rock, at the bottom and
on one side of which is a horizontal chamber very nearly circular in shape, and
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to which admission is gained from the shaft by a small rectangular opening, in
front of which is a small trench.

The dimensions of the shaft, chamber, and trench will be seen from the
annexed plan and section (Plate XXIX.) which is roughly copied from a more
finished plan kindly lent me by the Hon. GL Vella, Collector of Land Revenues.

On the sides of the shaft four notches are cut, apparently to facilitate descent
and ascent.

The shaft appears to have been carefully cut by a people possessed of good
tools as well as an aptitude for using them.

At the bottom of the shaft were found the skull and bones of apparently a
young person, and in the chamber the bones and skulls of two individuals,
together with a few articles of pottery.

Having expressed a wish to submit one or both of these skulls to the inspection
of my friend Dr. Thurnam, one of them was kindly supplied me by the Hon.
G. Vella, to whose courtesy I am much indebted for the facilities afforded me in
inspecting both the tomb and the human remains; and I am also indebted to
Dr. Cesare Vassalo, the Librarian of the Public Library, for the facilities afforded
me for examining the pottery.

With regard to the articles of pottery found in this tomb, they appear to be of
the same kind as those obtained by me at Ghain Tiffika, with one exception,
however, viz. an amphora with two long handles. Its height was about 29
inches and greatest diameter about 9 inches; the extremity of the pointed base
was broken off.

Besides the articles of pottery a small bright blue nodule was found, about the
size of a small walnut. Its colour is most beautiful; but what it is or may have
been is most difficult to conjecture.

A notice of the discovery at Tal Horr appeared lately in the Malta Observer,
the writer of which supposes that the nodule may be a " decomposed sapphire ! "
but the grounds on which he has arrived at such a conclusion seem to be open
to considerable doubt.




